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RLST 281E-50: Comparative Ethics
Fall Semester, 2017
Office Hours: Mon., Fri. 2:00 – 3:00
Tues. 11:00 – 12:00, and by appointment

University of Montana
Mark J. Hanson, Ph.D.
mark.hanson@umontana.edu
Office: LA 152, ext. 6844

Course Description and Objectives: This three-credit course examines and compares central
moral and philosophical approaches to ethics within five major religious traditions. After a brief
exploration of issues in religion and moral reasoning and comparative ethics, the class will
consider five traditions, with a special emphasis on religious narratives. The course will consider
central theological teachings, norms, virtues, modes of ethical reasoning, and concepts of the self
within the traditions. The issue of war and peace and the narratives of religious leaders will
provide a lens through which to focus the exploration and compare the traditions.
Learning Goals:
1. Develop a general understanding of major ethical theories and the various relationships
between religion and ethics
2. Learn about central norms, virtues, modes of ethical reasoning, and concepts of the self
within several major religious traditions
3. Learn major perspectives of religious traditions in relation to war and peace
4. Understand how religious traditions compare to each other and the issues raised by
comparative religious ethics
5. Advance skills in critical thinking in religious ethics through the consideration of ethical
issues and narratives
Course Format:
The course will be delivered online with support from UMOnline. Readings and assignments are
designed to help students develop the knowledge and skills stated in the course objectives. For
purposes of assignments and class activities, the week starts on Monday at 12:01 a.m. and ends
on Sunday at midnight. The course will consist of the following components:
1. Lectures: “Lectures” are in video or written form, to be viewed/read during the week
assigned and prior to completing discussion forum questions, case studies, and other
assignments (unless otherwise specified).
2. Reading assignments: Each week will feature a reading or two posted directly on the
course page. Read these before attempting other assignments for the week and have them
completed by Thursday.
3. Discussion Forum: Discussion questions will be posted each week in relation to case
studies or to the lectures and readings. You are required to posted responses to each
question on the forum(s). As the discussion evolves, all students should extend the dialog
by posting additional questions and responses relevant to the topics under discussion.
You should do that at least once per week. All students are required to participate in
discussions by the end of the day Thursday every week. To achieve full credit, you
should respond to another student once per week and include occasional questions for
other students to respond to in your posts. To avoid a last-minute flurry of postings,
please post earlier, rather than later, and check back at least twice, including the week
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following your post (to see if someone has responded to you). Class participation
reflects a significant portion of the grade, based on the grading matrix posted under the
main course heading. I will check the discussion forum regularly, sometimes posting
responses and questions, but sometimes also allowing the students’ discussion to unfold
with each other. Remember that discussion forums are appropriate only for questions and
discussions that would normally occur in the classroom. Please try to stay on point—
keep your discussion relevant to the issue/question under discussion and keep the
language formal and appropriate. Remember that the rest of the class can read posts.
4. Questions for the instructor: Feel free to send questions or express concerns to me
privately through email or by phone regarding any aspect of the course.
Grading Policy
Again, for purposes of assignments and class activities, the week starts on Monday at 12:01 a.m.
and ends on Sunday at midnight. Written assignments that are late will be penalized one-half
letter grade per day. Students who will to request permission to submit an assignment late must
contact me well before the assignment deadline. Extensions will be granted and late assignments
forgiven only when there are serious and verifiable extenuating circumstances.
This course will use letter grades with plus-minus options as follows (93-100% A; 90-92% A-;
87-89% B+; 83-86% B; 80-82% B-; 77-79% C+; 73-76% C; 70-72% C-; 67-69% D+; 63-66%
D; 60-62% D-; below 60% F)
Grading guidelines for class discussion: See “Forum Grading Matrix” under the main course
heading.
Requirements
1.
2.
3.
4.

Mid-term examination (25 percent of grade)
Online participation (25 percent of grade)
Other assignments/quizzes (25 percent of grade)
Final examination (25 percent of grade)

•

Exams will likely be a combination of multiple-choice questions and a choice among short
essay questions. The final exam will not be comprehensive. Exams must be taken at
scheduled times unless prior permission of the instructor is obtained; otherwise the
exam receives a failing grade.
The required case analysis exercise(s) will help build skill regarding analysis of the moral
dimensions of a particular case study. Unless an extension is granted, late submissions are
immediately penalized one grade, and thereafter at a graduated rate, amounting to a halfgrade level per day.
Full credit for class participation on the discussion forum involves regular and thoughtful
participation in online discussions. See “Forum Grading Matrix” under the main course
heading.
Responses on the Discussion Forum involve responding to questions or instructions posted,.

•

•
•
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Course Procedures and Expectations
•
•
•
•

Announcements: I will post announcements regularly under “Announcements” on the
main course menu.
Communication: Communication using the Discussion Forum and other Moodle
features should be thought of as public communication. Please use email to me for issues
you wish to discuss privately.
Weekly Course Materials: Click on the link for each week to see all instructions and
course materials for the week.
Logging in: You are expected to log at least every other day to read current
announcements.

Additional Notes
•
•

•

Syllabus: This syllabus is subject to change by the instructor. Any changes will be
announced in the “Announcements.”
Students with Disabilities: In accordance with the University of Montana’s mission to
provide equal educational opportunities for all students, necessary accommodations for
students with disabilities will be made whenever possible. If you require
accommodations, please provide written information regarding your disability from the
Disability Services as soon as possible so that accommodations can be made.
Plagiarism: All students must practice academic honesty. Academic misconduct is
subject to academic penalty by the course instructor and/or disciplinary sanction by the
University of Montana. All students should be familiar with the Student Code of
Conduct. The Code is available for review online at Student Conduct Code
o Plagiarism is the represent of another’s work as one’s own. It is a particularly
intolerable offense in the academic community and is strictly forbidden. Students
who plagiarize may fail the course and may be remanded to Academic Court for
possible suspension or expulsion. (See UM Student Conduct Code.)
o Students must always be very careful to acknowledge any kind of borrowing that
is included in their work. This means not only borrowed wording but also ideas.
Acknowledgment of whatever is not one’s own original work is the proper and
honest use of sources.
o Exams are taken on the honor system. They will be “closed book” exams—
allowing no notes, texts, or access to other online materials. Exam answers that
are exact copies of, or highly similar to, sentences from course materials will
be investigated as a possible violation of the Student Code of Conduct, and
the student may be subject to penalty.

Exams: Exams will likely be a combination of a choice among short answer questions and a
longer essay. The final examination will not be comprehensive but may be longer than the midterm. Exams must be taken at scheduled times unless prior permission of the instructor is
obtained, otherwise the exam receives a failing grade. A study-guide distributed in advance of
the exam will provide a basis for your preparation. The final exam may only be rescheduled if
you have two other exams scheduled for the same day.
Online critical responses/quizzes: Students will be asked to post answers to discussion questions
online and occasionally take quizzes or have other short assignments. Please check the course
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page in Moodle or ask if assignments are due if you are unable to attend a class period. Written
work will be evaluated in terms of overall thoughtfulness in response to the text and ability to
address issues raised in the text and in class on the topic at hand. Late responses will be
penalized one point per day, beginning at class time the day they are due.
Required Reading (available at the UM Bookstore)
Comparative Religious Ethics: A Narrative Approach, ed. Darrell J. Fasching & Dell deChant
The Bhagavad-Gita
Other articles on course website
ASSIGNMENTS AND CLASSES
Date

Topic

Introduction (8/31):

Introduction to the Course
No reading assignment

Week One (9/5):

Introduction to Comparative Religious Ethics
CRE: Introduction, ch. 1: Religion, Ethics, and Storytelling

Week Two (9/11):

The Religious Quest
CRE: ch. 2: War and Peace in an Age of Globalization

Week Three (9/18):

Hinduism
CRE: Ch. 5, pp. 137-43; The Bhagavad-Gita, chs. 1-6

Week Four (9/25):

Hinduism (cont.)
The Bhagavad-Gita, chs. 7-18

Week Five (10/2):

Hinduism (cont.)
Comparative Reflections; Excepts from the film Gandhi and
discussion
CRE: Ch. 5, pp. 148-64

Week Six (10/9):

Buddhism
Quiz One (10/9)
CRE, pp. 165-80
Questions of King Milinda” (Buddhist Scriptures, 146-51)
“The Lion’s Roar” (Old Path White Clouds, 409-14)

Week Seven (10/16):

Buddhism (cont.)
“Love is Understanding” (Old Path White Clouds, 271-77)
“The Fruits of Practice” (Old Path White Clouds, 527-30)
The Quarrel at Kosambī” (The Life of the Buddha, 109-19)
“A New Faith,” (Old Path White Clouds, 246-48)

Week Eight (10/23):

Buddhism (cont.); Quiz Two: Midterm Exam
Comparative Reflections, CRE, pp. 181-204
Midterm Exam (10/27)
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Week Nine (10/30):

Judaism
CRE, pp. 205-13
Genesis ch. 1-4
The Book of Amos; CRE, pp. 213-23

Week Ten (11/6):

Judaism
Kellner, “The Structure of Jewish Ethics; Reines, “The Self and the
Other in Rabbinic Ethics”

Week Eleven (11/13):

Judaism; Christianity
Comparative Reflections
CRE, pp. 223-33
CRE, pp. 234-247
Quiz 3 (11/17)
Luke 1-24

Week Eleven (11/20):

Christianity (cont.); Thanksgiving Break
Matthew 1; 5-7 (Sermon on the Mount); Luke 6 (review)

Week Thirteen (11/27):

Christianity (cont.)
Preston, “Christian Ethics”
King, “Law, Love, and Civil Disobedience11/22
Comparative Reflections, CRE, pp. 257-9;

Week Fourteen (12/4):

Islam
CRE: pp. 263-75
Nanji, “Islamic Ethics”

Week Fifteen (12/11):

Islam (cont.)
Readings from the Koran (2:163 – 2:286)
Comparative Reflections, CRE, pp. 275-96

Final Exam: Friday, December 15, available 7:00 a.m. – 9:00 p.m.

